Objectives: To assess user and potential user views on the appropriateness, nature and quality of genitourinary medicine (GUM) 
Introduction
Recent UK government policy has stressed the need for health services to be more responsive to the expressed needs and views of the public and service users. The White Paper Workingfor Patients, the 1990 NHS and Community Care Act and the NHS reforms which followed have all been grounded in a belief that the introduction of a NHS internal market gives users more choice and thus more voice in the provision of services.' The Patient's Charter represents a related initiative to inform users of their rights, and empower them to demand appropriate standards of service.2 The NHS Quality initiative has further emphasised the need to consult users as part of clinical audit. 3 There are a number of practical guides on methods to involve NHS users and the public in service planning and evaluation.-9 Guidance to purchasers and providers of sexual health services has stressed the need to involve service users.'0 Within the field of genitourinary medicine (GUM), there has been a growing recognition of the need to consult services users, and a number of initiatives have recently been reported."-'7 A national conference on quality and GUM services in 1994 heard a widely supported call for more research into user views in GUM. '8 To date almost all published reports on user views in GUM have been based on the structured questionnaire survey approach. Although this research design has advantages in its ease of implementation, it also has many widely recognised limitations. An extensive literature demonstrates the limited and supefficial nature of many structured questionnaire surveys in giving a real voice to health service users.'9-23 In particular, structured questionnaires often do not allow or encourage users to identify or discuss the issues that are of real importance to them.
This research was designed to test an alternative approach, the qualitative semi-structured interview, to explore the experiences and views of GUM service users and potential users. The study aimed to assess user and potential user views on the appropriateness, nature and quality of GUM service provision, to make recommendations for future service development and to develop a model for ongoing consultation of service users by GUM providers and purchasers. The research focused on the Department of Genito-Urinary Medicine at the Bristol Royal Infirmary, an inner city clinic offering a range of sexually transmitted disease (STD) and HIV services with over 22 000 attendances a year.
Methods
This study was based on semi-structured interviews with GUM service users, potential users, community informants and NHS professionals concerned with GUM services. The study did not seek to achieve a representative sample of users but to interview a range of respondents with a diversity of backgrounds, needs and views. It was decided to approach both ran- Deciding to use the Service The most common reason given for deciding to use the service was recommendation by friends, partners or a GP. One woman reported "It was a friend who said, 'The clinic's lovely, don't be worried about it. I've been down there, they're really nice, '-so that helped". Reasons given for using the department included wanting a service which was more anonymous, confidential, non-judgemental, caring, expert, convenient and quick than GP services. Several respondents reported that the HIV service was more friendly and accessible than the alternative local provider. Some users felt they had no choice but to use the department as it was the only local specialist STD service.
Making an appointment Although some difficulties were reported in getting through on the telephone to make appointments, most users were positive about the way their enquiry was dealt with when they did get through. Some respondents had no difficulty in getting convenient or quick appointments, while others expressed dissatisfaction with the limited evening opening, the lack of "drop-in" sessions and access to specific doctors. A number of women had assumed (wrongly) that "women only" sessions would Seeing the doctor or nurse The great majority of users made positive comments about the attitudes of the doctors and nurses in the clinic, using terms such as "friendly", "courteous", "open", and "reassuring". The key to many users' experience was the extent to which they felt they were treated with respect and in a "non-judgemental" One of the objectives of this study was to develop a model for ongoing consultation of GUM service users. The model developed through this project proposes that both traditional survey based methods and qualitative methods be drawn upon to develop appropriate user consultation. A set of flexible guidelines have been produced which suggest a step by step planning process for seeking user views in GUM. 26 The model recognises the resource constraints of providers and the difficulty of conducting the depth of qualitative research carried out in this study. Nevertheless, there are aspects of the qualitative method which might improve current practice in GUM user consultation. A limited number of semi-structured interviews could be used to produce a validated interview schedule for a structured questionnaire survey, thus ensuring that the survey was based on user experiences and perceptions rather than those of professionals.
